The Third Coast is a photographic exploration of the vernacular landscape of the US Gulf Coast. Stretching some 1,600 miles from the mouth of the Rio Grande in Texas to the Florida Everglades, America's southernmost shore is vast and complex. The region is a patchwork of both the natural and built environments, a tangled combination of history and geography, culture and ecology that reflects an intimate and ever-evolving relationship between man, land and sea. The Gulf Coast resists tidy hierarchies or easy classification. Rather, the rhythms of the region comprise its own syntax, a way in which seemingly dissimilar locations speak to one another with awareness and familiarity. More than just describing the landscape, this body of work looks to explore the Third Coast's visual vocabulary, it's sense of place, and the recurrent themes that create the area's distinct material and cultural identity.
2 chains cling to the mainland like silhouettes made of sand. Native tribes combed these littoral zones for resources long before Columbus 'discovered' the New World. Now, lured by sun and surf, thousands of modern travelers regularly vacation along America's southernmost shore.
Over thirty-eight billion dollars flow into the Gulf Coast every year from people wanting to escape their day to day lives and experience the sea. 3 Beyond the beaches, long, semi-submerged stretches of tidal marsh and mangrove forest cover the coast. These fertile habitats provide critical breeding grounds and aquatic nurseries for countless commercial seafood and sport fishing species. The same topographical features that generate this ecological productivity, have also made the Gulf coast attractive to energy interests.
Millions of years of nutrient dense water and decaying organic material have created vast offshore oil and gas deposits. Combined with capital investment and easy oceanic transportation, these crude resources have helped to transform the region into a principal hub of the nation's petrochemical commerce. Industrial facilities along the shore, including refineries, steel mills, and chemical plants create "a landscape of industrial muscle on par with any in the world." sharks marking toothless tourist displays. Thematically, these photographs investigate moments where a complex combination of elements --historical and geographical, cultural and ecological --collide. Tonally, they reflect a place caught in an endless process of development and dissolution. Beyond just describing the topography, this project looks to appreciate the Gulf Coast as a unique and particular place worthy of attention and respect.
In this statement, I will discuss the conceptual framework that undergirds my image making. Since all " [p] laces are cued visually," 5 I will begin by looking at the role of visual perception in depicting the Gulf Coast. In particular, I am interested in the perspective of both the native and the tourist in 'seeing' this space as well as own experiences assessing the landscape. I will then unpack our notion of place, "a concept fundamental to the study of landscape," 6 as well as how our sense of place is influenced by a complex accumulation of elements, both the natural and man-made. Because I am particularly interested in the specific visual vocabulary generated by the coastal environment, I will examine the relationship between language and the vernacular landscape, how the rhythms of the region allows dissimilar locations speak to one another with awareness and familiarity. Lastly, I will reflect on my use of photography to represent the Gulf. Looking at light quality, color, and visual scale, I will discuss how my compositional choices are used to capture the textural qualities of the region and express my interest in it. Alternately subsumed and exposed by the sea, the underbelly of this jetty is not a primary site of human occupation but rather a setting created by default. The main attraction, a hundred-foot wharf built to accommodate fishermen, hangs overhead. The area below exists only because the 14 Sontag, On Photography, 68.
15 Tuan, Topophilia, 204. rhythmic fluctuation of the tides required the pier to be hoisted above the high-water line. The stout, concrete pillars sunk deeply into soft, foot-marked sand create an inadvertent reminder of the different ways in which humans impact the landscape. Their bulk frames an ocean view whose bright skies and aquamarine hue portends the "interest and pleasure" 16 of the vacationer's
gaze. Yet, the space itself is marginal, appreciated only in passing by those intimate enough with the setting to value the midday shade over the lofty, elevated view.
Gohlke notes that "[a]pproached attentively, any place may persuade us to linger in an attempt to locate the source of its attraction." 17 Indeed, the power of place rests largely in our ability to stop and 'see' the physical characteristics of the scene before is. Yet how we experience that place, and thus understand its significance, is ground as much in act of perception as in it is in the thing perceived. This is complicated by both my mediation as an artist and the vehicle (the camera) through which I represent coastal landscape. The result is not the representation Gulf Coast, so much as it a representation of the Gulf Coast, my representation of the Gulf Coast, in particular. This does not make the image any less 'true' but rather provides the necessary distance in order to engage with its contents in a more critical way. 16 Jakle, The Visual Elements of Landscape, 11. This idea suggests that the landscape is neither natural nor neutral. Instead, it is a symbiotic patchwork where ecology and humanity speak to and inform one another, altering our perception of both. "Most societies distinguish between nature and culture and consider that distinction important…" asserts human geographer Yi-Fu Tuan. "Although the distinction is clear at a conceptual level, nature and culture so interpenetrate that it is often hard to say of an object or behavior whether it is more the one than the other. "Photography emerged at a time of continuing and expanding exploration and travel, so in many respects the camera and landscape are intertwined. Coinciding with voyages, colonization, exploration and settlement, the camera enabled travelers to control the unknown visually so that sense could be made of it within terms of reference that were more easily understood."
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Whether picturesque or sublime, landscape as a genre divides space into that which exists to be lived in from that which exists to be seen. It furthermore primes the observer to engage with their surroundings through the lens of a potential aesthetic experience.
The way in which we code this aestheticism forms the basis for how we 'read' the landscape. Jakle asserts that every location comprises its own visual syntax. "Not only do objects have meaning like words, but objects relate spatially not unlike a grammatical structure. series of imagery allows us to interpret the material environment and establish significance from the things we find there. Like the rhythm and cadence of speech, visual repetition of these moments enables dissimilar locations to speak to one another with awareness and familiarity.
These connections accumulate through space and over time, building intersecting layers to form the texture of a place. "Again," notes Jakle, "seeing in detail is, as well, a search for mutual dependence between part and whole. It is a search for a visual grammar whereby details are seen to sum to something greater than the parts." people and the world they inhabit." 38 In contrast, I assert that culture is, instead, our way of navigating the world we inhabit. Constantly shifting and invariably imperfect, the social landscape nevertheless takes its cues from its environment, incorporating these elements them into the cultural milieu. The language of the Gulf Coast is grounded in its landscape, yet seeps into interior places as well. Indeed, the separation between inner and outer spaces along the coast often feels indistinct. Restaurants, hotels, museums, and even private homes, regularly draw upon elements of the natural environment reinforcing its connection to the region and its identity. Sometimes, this is done by purposely transporting the outdoors in. In my photograph, Swamp Room ( Figure   5 ), almost two dozen taxidermied animals are arranged in front of a painted swamp backdrop.
There is an inherent tension between the artificiality of the scene and the room's enthusiastic commitment to the local flora and fauna. In other instances, nature itself removes the barriers dividing interior and exterior settings. In the image Housing (Figure 10 ), the force of a hurricane has stripped away the windows and walls of a dwelling, leaving it open and exposed. Over time vines and palm fronds have begun to slowly penetrate the edges of the home, softening its angular lines and muddling our sense of space.
CHAPTER V: PICTURING THE GULF "Landscape photographs rarely 'shout', rather, they are quietly assertive."
-Liz Wells
The act of image-making can fundamentally change the nature of what is being seen.
Sontag contends that "[p]hotographed images do not seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality that anyone can make or acquire." 40 Indeed, the indexical properties of a photograph are so rooted in the world that we experience that the image itself seems imbued with the authority of the real. Yet picture themselves offer no special access to the truth. In fact, they are little more than derivative information, lifelike illustrations of light reflecting off surface. "The content of images may seem natural," notes Wells. "But representational and interpretative processes are cultural in that they are anchored in aesthetic conventions. Photographs substitute for direct encounter; they act as surrogates, mediating that which was seen through the camera viewfinder."
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The distance created by the image-making process turns the camera into a uniquely valuable tool of inquiry. "Photographs, which cannot themselves explain anything, are inexhaustible invitations to deduction, speculation, and fantasy." 42 Both in the making and in the viewing, images witness the world in ways we cannot. Pictures expand and amplify our sense of perception. Photography, far from being a passive document, is a way of understanding and relating to our world. It offers us a separate arena in which to play with context and meaning and revel in the connections that occur both moment to moment within the lens and image to image on the gallery wall.
I chose a camera as my vehicle to explore the Gulf because it enables me to visually investigate the various spatial and thematic relationships that constitute the coast. At the same time, this medium also produces a tangible object which allows me to turn around and re-present that structure and space to others in a visually way. Even though photographs 'substitute for direct encounter,' the illusion that they create is so beguiling that we are habitually tempted to engage with them as if they were reality. In his writing on place, Tuan suggests that "[t]he human being can command a world because he has feelings and intentions. The art object may seem to do so because of its form…" 44 embodies a sense of presence that insists upon collective recognition. The photographic form, its vividness and fidelity, commands our attention in a similar manner. Its visual potency circumvents the viewer's inherent incredulity, encouraging us to suspend our disbelief and instead indulge in the unabashed pleasure of looking.
Constructing images that making use of this aura is a complex process involving more than just technical knowledge. In her book, Land Matters, Wells states:
"Artists collect, log and sift through a diversity of information about places in order to deepen the insights that will inform photographic method and processes.
They are not journalists going in and getting the shot; rather they are storytellers The type of lighting that I chose to focus on for this project underscores the natural luminosity of certain seasons and weather conditions along the shore. More importantly, these soft, hazy conditions function as a way to graphically represent the phenomenological experiences of moving through the coastal environment. Although a photograph can capture many aspects of a place, there are some facets that it is ill-equipped to describe. Pervasive heat and humidity are hallmarks of the Gulf Coast landscape. Yet, these elements resist visualization.
45 Wells, Land Matters, 10. Hence to create a sense of atmosphere within the airless span of the picture frame, I targeted instances where the light contained a vaporous quality, suggestive of temperature or moisture.
Collectively, the intent of these moments is to visually suggest the damp stickiness and intrinsic warmth that dominate the experience of the coast. Because the Gulf is a tourist location, the scale and placement of objects is frequently modified as a way to attract the attention to various localities. "The child in all of us is captivated by the bright, the gigantic, the amusing, and the strange," notes Tuan. "We respond to such objects with wonder, and the anxiety that the strange and gigantic may first arouse can turn into amusement when we see them as harmless, a joke, an exuberance of spirit." 49 One illustration of 23 this concept would be the oversized tourist displays that litter many coastal towns. In my photograph, Tourist Attraction (Figure 6 ), a two-story tall shark serves as the entrance to a local souvenir shop. The fiberglass fish fills the picture frame; its monstrous mouth takes center stage.
Yet, because of its size and placement, the shark is eye-catching rather than intimidating, humorous rather than horrifying. Scale also operates as a way to assert authority, rather than rendering ostensibly fearsome things benign. Again, Tuan observes that "[a]nything large or exceptional in some other way has the power to command attention; and attention is the beginning of respect." 50 In my photograph SOLD (Figure 11 ), a partially constructed house looms like a monolith against a delicate, multi-hued sky. Tattered grass foregrounds a smooth segment of freshly poured pavement. The background drops off into abrupt nothingness. The overall effect is one of both power and folly, for despite its brash physical presence, the building itself is fragile and hollow, vulnerable to the might of an unseen sea. 50 Ibid.
CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION "The world, in brief, is diverse and complex, and we can understand it only through an appreciation of the uniqueness of places and the events and cultures that they hold." 51 -Bodenhamer, Corrigan, Harris
Over the past year, I have had been an amazing opportunity to photograph the Third Coast. Not only have I been able return again and again to this fascinating place, but I have been granted the time and space to reexamine and rediscover a sense of myself in relation to the coast.
Although it was not immediately apparent, my initial experiences of the Gulf left a lasting impact on me. It not only informed my perception of the shore but it also kindled a subconscious curiosity in places that were intrinsically complicated rather than merely pleasant. My habitual and early contact with the Gulf Coast from my childhood up to the present day also creates a point of view that is indicative of neither native nor a tourist. Instead I come to the shore in a state of flux, able to see the landscape in a way that is both analytical and loving.
The fundamental qualities of the gulf, both the natural and man-made, make it place like no other. As such, it continues to appeal to my sense of curiosity. As my understanding of the Gulf grows and so too does my appreciation of its inherent complexities. The longer I interact with this patchwork of the natural and built environments, the more I come to value the way the region resists tidy hierarchies or easy classification. Rather, it is the liminal spaces along the shore that grapple with the regions' tangled amalgamation of history and geography, culture and ecology. It is these locations that I am drawn to, that contain the most meaning and value for me. This body of work will continue to expand and evolve as I continue to revisit the Gulf Coast. Its sense of place and the visual language with which I am able to articulate its features will be developed and refined. By turning my lens on the coast, I will continue to investigate this coast both as a unique and evolving place and as a reflection of my own sense of self.
.
